The process of nest leaving (fledging) in hole-breeding passerines is largely unexplored, although it is potentially an important facet of reproduction. We used the great tit, Parus major, to investigate whether fledging timing and order were affected by nestling development and sex, as well as the sex ratio in the brood the nestlings were raised in. Because of the difference in size and competitiveness between male and female nestlings, we expected to find an effect of sex and brood sex ratio (BSR) on the process of fledging. To explore its effect on fledging experimentally, we manipulated BSR by swapping 6-day-old nestlings of both sexes. We implanted transponders in all 14-day-old nestlings to determine timing and order of fledging. The brood age at fledging was best explained by average wing length of the brood (negative), average body mass of the brood (positive) and hatching date (negative). In contrast to our hypothesis, BSR did not affect fledging time. Also, the asynchrony of fledging within broods did not depend on BSR. Within broods, fledging order was not affected by sex or by the interaction between sex and BSR. Nestlings with long wings on day 14 fledged earlier than nestmates with shorter wings. Although females were lighter at day 14, they had similar length wings as their male nestmates. Nestlings should keep up with their nestmates during development, because developmental status relative to nestmates, rather than sex-specific competition, influenced the process of fledging. Ó 2010 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Although nest leaving (fledging) is the most drastic transition between habitats in the life of a passerine altricial bird, the process of fledging has been studied much less extensively than other facets of reproduction. This discrepancy is partly caused by the difficulty of predicting the moment of fledging and therefore the ability to observe the process (Johnson et al. 2004 ). The few studies on the process of fledging generally report that fledging of a brood starts when one of the nestlings reaches a certain threshold wing development (marsh tits, Poecile palustris, and pied flycatchers, In the only other study on the fledging process in great tits, Parus major, the order of fledging depended on nestling body mass relative to that of the nestmates. Nestlings with an average body mass left the nest first, shortly thereafter followed by the heaviest nestlings and eventually followed by the lightest ones (Lemel 1989) . The author hypothesized that (average-weight) subordinate nestlings try to evade competition with the (heaviest) dominant siblings by fledging first. Moreover, the lightest nestlings followed despite not being ready to fledge, to avoid starvation, because parental visits to the nest decreased drastically once most nestlings fledged (Lemel 1989) . In contrast, studies in other passerines have found that fledging order correlates with wing development rather than body mass. Nestlings with the best So, generally, fast-developing broods and individuals stay in the nest for less time than slower-developing broods and individuals. We therefore hypothesize that faster-developing broods fledge earlier than slow-developing broods and faster-developing individuals leave the nest before slow-developing individuals. Two important aspects that are not covered by previous studies on timing and order of fledging are the influence of nestling sex and brood sex ratio (BSR). In great tits, male fledglings are 4% heavier than female fledglings (Nicolaus et al. 2009 ). There is no sexual size dimorphism at hatching, but sexual size dimorphism gradually
